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This book


Holmes is consulted by Sir Henry Baskerville’s son.

It is 1909 and twenty years have passed since the great Devon adventure. Holmes is consulted by Sir Henry Baskerville’s son, Peers, after a shepherd in the baronet’s clothes is found dead at the foot of a cliff and rumours fly that the hound is back.
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Chapter I. Mr Peers Baskerville

After my second marriage in 1907, I continued to see Holmes and help him on his cases although relations between us inevitably became more distant, especially once I had the responsibilities of fatherhood. In late 1909, my wife’s mother fell ill and it was easier for my wife to take the children with her when she went to nurse her so I was rendered, briefly, a straw widower.

It so happened during that time that Holmes involved me in two cases which he solved in quick succession and he marked this achievement by asking me to join him at Covent Garden for a Saturday matinee performance of Vincenzo Bellini’s I Puritani which was being put on as part of a festival of the Italian operatic master’s music.

I had no other engagement after the performance and we returned to Baker Street, walking up from the Metropolitan Line station to the quarters I had previously shared with him. As we arrived outside, Holmes stopped to look at some markings left by a carriage outside 221B.

“There’s money in our next client if nothing else!” he said as he turned to unlock the front door.

“What makes you say that?” I asked, as we stood on the doorstep.

“Did you fail to notice that those markings were those of a very lightly laden four-wheeler. The coach had obviously waited there for a short time while its occupant was trying to see me. He or she had sat on the left facing forward before descending – that was clear by the slightly deeper indentation of the mark left by the rear on-side wheel. Anyone who chooses to travel around London unaccompanied in a four-wheeler has no need to practise economy.”

As Holmes opened the front-door, the buttons greeted us.

“There was a young man here, Sir. A Mr Peers Baskerville. He left when he heard you weren’t here, but he said he would be back this evening.”

Baskerville! I could not hear the name without shuddering. My reader will recall the events of 1889 where Holmes’s client, Sir Henry Baskerville, was chased almost to his death by the diabolical hound which had been set on him by his neighbour, the botanist Jack Stapleton. The South-American-born Stapleton was the next in line to the Baskerville lands and fortune. He had bought the hound and primed it to chase Sir Henry, having previously used it to kill Sir Charles Baskerville, Sir Henry’s uncle and predecessor as the owner of the Baskerville estate. As Holmes shot the monstrous beast, Stapleton attempted to flee across Grimpen Mire, a moorland mire notorious for sucking to their deaths any man or beast that ventured off the narrow path that led across it. No trace of him was ever found.

Some readers may also recall that I did not publish my version of the events of that ghastly night until 1901. I did not say so at the time, but this delay was due to the state of health, both physical and mental, of Sir Henry arising from the shock of his encounter with the hound.

Sir Henry, on the advice of Dr Mortimer, who had been the person who had originally brought the case to our attention, undertook a world cruise to try and restore the former’s health. As his personal physician, Dr Mortimer accompanied Sir Henry on the cruise, but it had mixed results. On the voyage, Sir Henry became acquainted with the glamourous Letizia de Teguise, a Spanish countess of the town of that name, and they married on the Azores. But in spite of this happy event, the cure that Dr Mortimer had recommended achieved no more than partial success as Sir Henry’s nerves were still very shaken from his ordeal, even after his return to Dartmoor.

Within a year of Sir Henry’s return, his new wife died soon after giving birth to a son, Peers, and Sir Henry’s moods then became darker still. Increasingly he blamed Holmes for the loss of his mental well-being. He accused Holmes of what he called grandstanding. He felt that in order to make a name for himself, Holmes had stage-managed the dramatic chase through the fog across Dartmoor when he could have achieved better results by ambushing the murderous Stapleton at the door of the outhouse where the seemingly mild-mannered naturalist had kept his ferocious beast.

I had correspondence with Sir Henry in 1897 when he wrote:

I sit here at my fireplace with my hands still trembling. The rain beats against the window, the wind howls among the chimney pots, but all I can hear is the mad baying of that hound which never leaves me. I was unwarned and unarmed that night eight years ago. Had I had the least suspicion that that brute had been on the moor, I would at least have taken a pistol with me to have a fighting chance of defending myself. And now you want to make a book out of your friend’s use of me as bait. I don’t feel a grudge against you, Dr Watson, as you only follow instructions from Mr Holmes, as I, poor fool, did that night, but you can imagine that I am not all that warm about your friend, Mr Holmes.

Unavailing were the attempts of both Holmes and me to convince Sir Henry that it had never been Holmes’s intention for the hound to get anywhere near him. “Why did you not ambush Stapleton at the outhouse where he had kept the dog that night?” he re-iterated in another letter. “Good for the box-office, bad for the client,” was his curt response to our assurances that Holmes’s plans had been thrown off course by a bank of fog descending at a time and at a place which meant that we had not been able to bring the beast down long before it got to him.

It was only after long years of discussion that a draft could be agreed which reflected the events of 1889 but which gave sufficient exposure to the shortcomings perceived by Sir Henry of Holmes’s investigation. Even then, the final draft had to be agreed with a firm of lawyers appointed by Sir Henry and, in the negotiations that ensued, the possibility of taking legal action against Holmes for his conduct in the case was actively considered.

The draft, which became the published version, stopped with Dr Mortimer and Sir Henry visiting Holmes and me in Baker Street before setting off on their voyage. By agreement it did not hint at the only very partial success of the cruise in arresting the steep and seemingly irreversible decline in Sir Henry’s inner well-being, to which I have referred. The book also contained no explanation for the long gap between the events and publication and was bereft of any sort of direct acknowledgement of the roles of Mortimer and Sir Henry in the book.

“So what can a member of the Baskerville family want with me now after all these years?” asked Holmes with a sigh. “Surely after a full score of years has passed since the events themselves, and eight years since final publication of your novel containing the contents that Sir Henry agreed to, there cannot be further matters to discuss, however profound our differences of opinion are on the way I handled the case. I confess the endangerment of my client, over which I had little control, is a blot on my record. But I killed the hound, I rescued Sir Henry, and if Stapleton was not apprehended and hanged, it was only because he lost his life in his attempt to escape. None of the copious correspondence you receive from readers of your books has ever criticised my handling of the Baskerville case even though, somewhat unusually for you, Watson, your account stays closely to the facts.”

“That was at the insistence of Sir Henry,” I replied, “I offered to change all names, locations and many of the story details, if that helped him but he said ‘I want the unvarnished facts to speak for themselves. People should know what they are dealing with when they put their affairs into the hands of Mr Sherlock Holmes.’ But you are right to say that no outsider has ever criticised the handling of the case, although I was quoting your exact words when I have you say that the danger to which you exposed Sir Henry was a reproach to your handling of the case.”

At half past seven, the buttons opened the door of Holmes’s flat to Peers Baskerville.

I knew from my correspondence with Sir Henry Baskerville that his son was by now nineteen years old. Despite his youth, the tall, strongly built young man before us – predominately Anglo-Saxon in looks, though with hazelnut brown eyes and hair as befitted his partially Spanish descent – still conveyed an air of confidence as he sat down in the chair to which Holmes normally directed his clients.

“Good evening, Mr Holmes, and to you too, Dr Watson,” he said. “I can recognise who is who from the pictures in your books, Dr Watson. I have come to discuss the great Devon mystery with you.”

“What is there to discuss?” asked Holmes with a wearied air. “Sir Henry has you as a son, Stapleton is dead, and the hound hounds your family no more.”

“Mr Holmes, although you are right to say that Sir Henry has me as his heir, we are by no means convinced the mystery is truly solved or that Stapleton is dead. There have been several recent events that have caused us to have severe doubts on this point. For one thing, a horde of wraith-like Spanish-speaking gypsies have recently occupied Merripit House where Stapleton used to live.”

“My dear Mr Baskerville, an over-suggestible mind may see false connections between the appearances of any number of people and events. How likely is it that Stapleton would return to Dartmoor even if he had escaped the clutches of the Grimpen Mire mud, which I have no reason to believe to be the case. And surely, if he wanted to disguise himself, an ability to speak Spanish would be the one thing he would take pains to conceal.”

“Mr Holmes, it was you yourself who spotted the family resemblance between Stapleton and the original Hugo Baskerville.”

“I did not say that I myself was suggestible. I merely pointed out that other people are prone to jump to unlikely conclusions because they are suggestible.”

There was a pause before Peers Baskerville said anything else.

“I have something more material than that.”

“And what is that?” asked Holmes, sitting bolt upright.

“Sir Henry continues to give his old clothes to the poor. Last week a shepherd was found dead at the bottom of one of the great granite cliffs that fill Dartmoor and he was wearing clothes which had previously been worn by Sir Henry. It was I who found the body as I took a walk on the moor. His body was untouched but was surrounded by blood which had poured from a wound to his head.”

“Anything else?” asked Holmes, although my tautened senses were already telling me what was coming next.

“Mr Holmes, beside the body was the footprint of a gigantic hound.”

Although my faculties had aged since 1889, I could not suppress a shiver of terror at the memories that Mr Baskerville aroused from their slumber.

“So what did you do?”

“I called on Dr Mortimer’s surgery, as the nearest physician. He was away but his assistant, Dr Michaels, was kind enough to accompany me back to the moor. Michaels pronounced Garside, the shepherd, dead from a fall.”

“And …” ejaculated Holmes, who had started to pace the room as was his wont in his moments of greatest agitation, “did you not draw the Doctor’s attention to the footprint?”

“The distance from the body to Dr Mortimer’s house at the village of Grimpen had taken well over an hour to cover and by the time Dr Michaels and I were back at the body, over three hours had elapsed. In that time there had been a violent squall and all markings around the body – the mark of where Garside had landed when he fell, my own footprints, and the hound’s footprint – were much more indistinct than when I saw them. Dr Michaels agreed that the death bore many disquieting similarities to the death of Selden as described by Dr Watson, but on the evidence he saw, he was unable to be definitive about the print of a hound that I had observed.”

“And have there been any other signs of a hound being loose on the moor?”

“The moor is a large and wild place and there is always something supernatural about it: strange phenomena, unusual flora and fauna, sudden fogs, lights and sounds.”

“And what do the local people say?”

“The Dartmoor people are not given to talking freely, but the beast which was the subject of Dr Watson’s book is by no means the first fantastical creature to have been visited on the locals.”

“And how has Sir Henry reacted to this?”

“As I have indicated, my father’s mood is unpredictable at all times. Sometimes he is the vigourous figure Dr Watson portrays in the early chapters of his novel. At other times, we are all relieved when he takes to his bed as it is difficult to see a man, still only in his mid-forties, in a fit of nervous tension with his hands trembling and his mood out of control. He is leading an increasingly withdrawn life and takes less and less of a role in running the estate. Indeed, because of the clothing, when I saw the body from a distance, I thought it was my father’s body as his state of mind can be precarious, as is the case with so many people who live on the moor, and he often talks about his own death. Since we told him about the discovery of Garside’s body and the attendant observations that I made, his moods have grown darker still. If he is not sedated in bed, he runs wailing through the house, irrespective of the hour of the day or night.”

Holmes grimaced at these disclosures.

“So Mr Baskerville,” he finally asked. “What is it you want me to do? You will only have heard the events of 1889 through what your father and others on Dartmoor have told you and what you have read in Dr Watson’s account of events. You will know that twenty years ago, Watson accompanied your father to Baskerville Hall and that I came down to Dartmoor and spent some time living on the moor. Watson relates in his version of events that he has never seen a man run as I did on the night the hound was on the trail of your father. I am sure you will understand that many of the things I was capable of doing in 1889, I am no longer capable of doing in 1909.”

“Next Friday there will be an inquest into Garside’s mysterious death. In spite of Dr Watson’s book on the subject, there is widespread scepticism in Devon about whether the description he gives of the events from twenty years ago is accurate. The original inquest into my great-uncle’s death ascribed it to natural causes. No inquest was held into Selden’s death as it was clear his death was due to a fall and there was no other mark on the body. There are even those who maintain that the beast never existed.”
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